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Many other areas of clinical medicine and surgery also were
discussed in the hundreds of other theses.
sand rare medical books and manuscripts, some dating to the
early 1600s. Among the manuscripts are approximately 1,760
dissertations penned by graduates of Transylvania's Medical
Department between 1822-59. The medical theses are
unique in that no duplicates or copies are held by any other
institution in the world. Thus they represent an unrivaled
source of information concerning what physicians in the
Mississippi River Valley thought and taught about the many
illnesses they encountered. A few of them-particularly on
cholera-have recently been studied, but the vast majority
have not been opened or examined for more than 150 years.

YELLOW FEVER THESES

A recent examination of the 11 medical theses concerning
yellow fever provides a good summary of what was then
known about this dreaded disease and, parenthetically, also
offers insights into the personality of several of the authors.
Most dissertations were dutifully dedicated to a respected
professor in the Transylvania Medical Department (e.g.,
Daniel Drake or Benjamin Dudley) or to another person
who had aided the student in some way.
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THESES FROM THE EARLY NINETEENTH
CENTURY-

11

ON YELLOW FEVER

To convey the scope of this medical treasure, the following
list shows the number of dissertations concerning various
infectious diseases prevalent in this region during the nineteenth century:
55 on cholera

18 on syphilis

66 on dysentery

46 on tuberculosis

21 on hepatitis

46 on typhoid fever

7 on malaria

18 on typhus

5 on variola
(smallpox)
11 on yellow fever

'Tt would be more congenial to my inclination to pass
through the process ofgraduation in obscurity than thus
publicly to subject myse!fto the criticism of the world.
But as the laws of the institution require a dissertation
from every candidate for medical honours, I am compelled to submit this, to the inspection of the public.
And I hope as it is the production of a juvenile mind,
impelled by necessity and not by choice, it will be a
sufficient apology for its many imperfections."
-B.A. Spurr, Kentucky, 1831

TRANSYLVANIA TREASURES

Tramylvania medical students' theses on yellow fever provide a summary of
what was known in the early nineteenth century about this dreaded disease as
well as imights into the authors'personalities.
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In contrast, yellow fever was the most
feared plague of Colonial America because of its
unpredictable appearance during some summers and its
frightening mortality, which ranged up to 50 percent in some
epidemics. 2
"From the many opportunities which you have had rf
becoming acquainted with my character. .. I deem it
u{n}necessary to enter into the formal apologies and
adulations which is customary upon such occasions."
-E. Swanson, Arkansas, 1826
"And my lot being cast in a part rf the US. where
nothing like correct opinions are held on the great and
leading principles rf the proftssion, and where we hear
nothing but absurdities from the proftssion on almost all
subjects, and particularly on Fevers . .. more particularly the
Yallow Fever {sic}. "-R. L. Wiley, Indiana, 1822

We know little about the later lives of the above students
except that Edward Swanson of Arkansas served as
a surgeon in the Confederate army.l Robert L. Wiley
consistently wrote about "yallow" fever, while other
students spelled it "yellow" fever-all except Thomas
Beaumont from Louisiana (1843), who slipped once on
Page 6 of his dissertation and penned "yallow" fever, thus
suggesting its local pronunciation.
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YELLOW FEVER

Many different types of fever were prevalent in this region
throughout the nineteenth century. One especially common
was a mild form of malaria, also called ague. It was so
common that someone ill with it was reported as, "He
ain't sick; he's just got the ague."

T

here were no descriptions of yellow fever in the
literature prior to the time of Columbus. The
disease may have arisen in western Mrica and been
transported aboard ships to the Americas via slaves and mosquitoes. The first recorded epidemic was on the island of
Guadeloupe in 1638. Boston experienced its first outbreak in
1692. The disease reached Philadelphia in 1699 and reappeared periodically there over the next century. The city's
most horrendous epidemic was in 1793, followed almost
annually each autumn over the next decade.

In the early 1800s yellow fever spread up the Mississippi
Valley, beginning in New Orleans and extending to southwestern Kentucky and as far west as Kansas.
Yellow fever was never a serious medical problem in
northern Europe because the climate did not favor the species
of mosquitoes now known to be necessary for transmitting the
disease. Nonetheless, the English became acquainted
with it because of their colonies in the New World. Samuel
Coleridge's poem The Rime rftheAncient Mariner (1798)
involved a ship smitten with yellow fever. In William
Thackeray's novel Vanity Fair (1848), a disgraced Englishman
was exiled to the West Indies because it was assumed that he
would soon contract yellow fever there and die, thus relieving
his family back home of a distressing social problem.
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"Notwithstanding my advice to the contrary, telling them
that the acclimation oftheir constitutions to the infectious
atmosphere oftheir own plantations was no protection
against the fever then prevailing in Natchez, their avarice
getting the better oftheir prudence, they proceeded into the
heart ofthe town, secured the slaves, and returned to their
plantations. T wo ofthese individuals were taken sick on the
fourth day after their return and the other on the sixth.
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YELLOW
FEVER
EPIDEMICS

n Colonial America, people
heatedly debated two issues
about yellow fever: whether
it was spread from person to person and whether it
was imported or indigenous to the area of an outbreak.
Charles Caldwell, a professor at Transylvania's Medical
Department from 1819-37, had trained under Benjamin
Rush in Philadelphia. While a medical student working
in the city's plague hospital during the 1793 epidemic,
Caldwell became convinced that yellow fever was not
communicable and persuaded Rush and others of this
important fact. 3

I
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he 1793 epidemic in Philadelphia was attributed
by some to "damaged" coffee beans brought from
Santo Domingo and left rotting on a wharf, where
presumably they became the seed bed for a "noxious
effluvia." 4 Some merchants rejected this explanation. In his
1824 medical thesis, Eli Bannister of Mississippi concluded
that the 1823 yellow fever epidemic in Natchez "was generated in the city," as the following narrative explains:
"Three men, who had livedfor a numbeT ofyears in
one of the most sickly districts ofMississippi, and whose skins
(to use theiT own words) were perfectly tanned with the
miasmata of a swamp which almost encircled their plantation, called on me to ask my advice with regaTd to the safety
offollowing some runaway negToes who now, they were
informed, weTe secreted in Natchez.

END N OTE :
The pathogenesis of yellow fever was
unraveled by Walter Reed and his group in
Cuba in 1900. They reported that yellow
fever is transmitted by the bite of infected
female mosquitoes of only certain species.
An epidemic may appear in a community
by two routes: the importation of infected
mosquitoes on ships and by other means,
with the mosquitoes then biting the local

'1 will only add, they all died with black vomit, their fives
having been sacrificed to their avarice."

The incubation period of four to six days for three sickened
men is consistent with their having been bitten by infected
mosquitoes in the city; however, the author's concluding sentiment about avarice is curious for a young man steeped in
the slave culture of the South. This excerpt illustrates again
that original writings like these medical theses often provide
unexpected insights into the authors.End note

A

PosTSCRIPT

Yellow fever has a special meaning for Transylvania
University, although the disease never reached Lexington.
Horace Holley, Transylvania president from 1818-27, was
forced to resign due to political and sectarian pressures. Mter
auctioning their household goods and paying their debts, the
Holley family boarded a steamboat for New Orleans to
investigate prospects for a new school there. What happened
next is unclear except that the family set sail for New York in
late July. On board ship Holley fell ill with yellow fever, died
at age 46, and was buried at sea. 5 1f
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inhabitants; or the arrival of a person incubating the infection, who is then bitten by a
local mosquito of the right species. It sucks
blood containing the yellow fever virus,
which must replicate in that mosquito for
approximately 10 days before she is capable
of transmitting the disease to new victims
via a bite and starting an epidemic.
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